a Saracenic-Gothic-Italian medley which blended the architecture of East and West in fantastic, rococo style. Elephanta Island lay humped and mysterious, hiding the ancient secrets of its cave temples.
Slowly we manoeuvred alongside. Then scores of skinny chattering coolies began to handle the gangways, six men doing the work of one. Our baggage rolled off into the yawning Customs sheds, followed by the fussing passengers. I had been told that somebody would meet me and waited dolefully. Soon I was the last passenger left on board and there was no sign of the reception committee. So I stepped ashore alone, to be immediately accosted by a tall copper-coloured man wearing peg-top white trousers, a shirt outside them and an impressive pugaree that flowed down his back. He raised his handle-bar moustache slightly in an amiable grin which revealed red-stained teeth. Then he salaamed respectfully and presented a pile of chits. In my harassed frame of my mind I had little patience to read them, but I saw his kingly name, say, Mahomed Unayet Khan, to whose trustworthiness and willingness many witnesses were testifying. It dawned on me that this splendid creature, who might have stepped off the stage of the Borough Theatre, Stratford, during a performance of Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, was offering to be my slave—"bearer" they called it.
I was scared to death. "No, no," I said hurriedly. He salaamed again gravely and went off to worry some other sahib. I noticed that dozens of similar men were sculling about the quay with packets of dog-eared chits. It was a foretaste of India's gigantic unemployment problem.
My baggage was soon through the Customs, where I had the malicious satisfaction of seeing some of the Sandhurst youths, who had disembarked hours ago, prising the tops off' boxes to unearth firearms. Then, outside on a pavement spattered with what I took to be blood—it was in fact betel-nut expectoration—I stood like a lost lamb beside my pile of luggage.
A row of decrepit victorias was drawn up against the kerb, with bony horses apparently only kept on their feet by the shafts. Pot-bellied naked children whined round for baksheesh ; horribly deformed beggars came writhing and